Immune response to and faecal shedding of Mycobacterium avium ssp. paratuberculosis in young dairy calves, and the association between test results in the calves and the infection status of their dams.
The objectives of this study were to: (i) evaluate the results of an intradermal skin test, a modified IFN-gamma test, and a commercial ELISA in commercially raised dairy calves at 2, 4, 6 and 8 months of age relative to faecal shedding of Mycobacterium avium ssp. paratuberculosis (MAP); (ii) determine the proportion of 8-month-old calves shedding MAP in faeces as detected by culture and One Tube Nested Polymerase Chain Reaction (OTSN-PCR) and (iii) explore the association between results of tests described above in the calves and the Paratuberculosis (PTB) status of their dams as determined by faecal culture and/or serology. The study calves belonged to two dairy herds with different risk of exposure to MAP (high and low) and were enrolled based on their dam's ELISA results prior to calving. Approximately 3% of the calves were shedding MAP in faeces at 8 months of age. No agreement was observed among the evaluated immunity-based tests or between the immunity-based tests and the detection of MAP in faeces. Although no association was observed between the infection status of the dam and the results from the IFN-gamma and skin tests on the calves, there is an indication that calves born from dams that were faecal shedders might be at a higher risk of testing positive to the IFN-gamma test at 8 months of age. The disagreement among all tests evaluated in this calf cohort suggests that the detection of MAP infection in young stock requires the use of combined multiple tests. The early detection of PTB in calves is a challenge that requires further exploration of new methods to confirm infection status. These new testing methods should be both affordable and compatible with regular husbandry practices.